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Assessing the nutritional health of Americans depends on comprehensive data regarding the nutrient composition of foods. 
USDA, ILSI North America, and the ATIP Foundation have formed a Public-Private Partnership (PPP) to enhance public health 
by augmenting the USDA National Nutrient Database with nutrient composition of branded and private label data. A PPP
provides the framework to convene the expertise to compile this nutrient data, secure the private sector engagement in providing 
this information, obtain the broad-based constituent funding necessary for maintenance, and provide timely information for 
nutrition, agricultural, and diet-related health policy on the nutrient composition of the food supply.
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1. Introduction
Assessing the nutritional health of the American people depends on accurate and comprehensive data regarding 
the nutrient composition of commonly consumed foods. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Agricultural 
Research Service (ARS) maintains the USDA National Nutrient Database for Standard Reference (SR) which is 
considered the “gold standard” for food compositional data. It is used by government agencies, academic 
researchers, policy makers, and the food industry and it provides the foundation for many other databases. Yet, there 
are fewer than 8,500 entries and only a fraction of these are branded food items. In 2013, there were more than 
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43,844 individual items in the average U.S. supermarket.1
On October 28, 2011, President Barack Obama issued a Presidential Memorandum that directed agencies to 
develop public-private partnerships (PPPs) in areas of importance to the agency’s mission.
Although the food industry has compositional data for
their own products, very little of that data is publicly available through the USDA National Nutrient Database.
2
The USDA interacts with members of the PPP through formal agreements.  In addition, it interacts with the ATIP 
Foundation through a seven-member Liaison Committee which functions as the formal “portal” for communication 
between the USDA and the ATIP Foundation. The Liaison Committee serves three primary purposes: (1) to ensure 
the independence of USDA research activities, (2) to maintain mission relevance, and (3) to align the purpose of 
research and mission with the work of the ATIP Foundation. The Liaison Committee consists of the four Deputy 
Administrators of ARS programs that manage the research portfolio of ARS, the Assistant Administrator for 
Technology Transfer, and a representative of the eight Area Directors that supervise the execution of all ARS 
research. The seventh member is the Under Secretary for Research Education and Economics (REE), whose 
responsibilities include oversight of the four agencies that comprise REE: ARS, National Institute for Food and 
Agriculture (NIFA), Economic Research Service (ERS), and National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS).
In response, Dr. 
Catherine Woteki, Under Secretary for Research, Education, and Economics (REE) and Chief Science Officer of the 
USDA, developed multiple initiatives, including one to augment the USDA National Nutrient Database with 
compositional data on branded food products. As part of the USDA’s response to the Presidential Memorandum, the
USDA, the Agricultural Technology Innovation Partnership (ATIP) Foundation, and the North American Branch of 
the International Life Sciences Institute (ILSI North America) established “A Partnership for Public Health: Branded 
Food Products Database” (hereafter referred to as the Partnership) in January 2013; the stated purpose of the PPP is 
to enhance the public’s health, which is significantly dependent on diet, through increased knowledge of the 
nutritional content of the nation’s food supply. This Partnership will ensure that this information will be made 
publically available to those who utilize such data, including federal agencies, the research community, proprietary 
databases and end users, and the food industry. The USDA’s previous efforts to accomplish this goal on its own had 
seen limited success, which is not unexpected given the volume and fluidity of branded food products in the U.S. 
marketplace.
The ATIP Foundation is a 501(c)(3) non-profit entity that was formed as a host for technology transfer and 
business facilitation and incubation. Its primary purpose is to serve as a catalyst for the adoption and 
commercialization of USDA research outcomes. The foundation achieves its purpose through the formation of PPPs, 
facilitating and enabling the integration of industry, academic, and government research and discovery with capital, 
talent, and know-how.
ILSI North America’s involvement in the PPP stemmed from its work on a publication on best practices for the 
establishment and operations of research PPPs.3 The Partners have modeled the governance and operations of the 
Partnership on these 12 principles (Figure 1).
20   Alison Kretser et al. /  Procedia Food Science  4 ( 2015 )  18 – 26 
Fig. 1. Public-private partnership principles.
2. Organizational structure
The Partnership’s value thus far has been the governing structure of the initiative, which has established the 
following key groups to meet the challenges and achieve the goals set by the Partnership: the Steering Committee, 
the Operations and Management Group, the Criteria Group, the IT Infrastructure Group, and the Communications 
Group. These groups are comprised of federal government agencies, academic nutrition researchers, a 
nongovernmental organization, and ILSI North America member scientists. The organizational chart of A
Partnership for Public Health; Branded Food Products Database is provided in Figure 2.
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Fig. 2. Organizational chart.
The Steering Committee is made up of representatives from the three Partners and has final approval of all decisions 
and activities of the Partnership. The Criteria Group developed the set of attributes for inclusion in the enhanced 
USDA National Nutrient Database, which were reaffirmed by listening sessions. The Data Quality Subgroup, under 
the Criteria Group, brought together expertise across a broad range of nutrition professionals who developed the 
data quality system for submission of data sanctioned by the USDA. The IT Infrastructure Group chose the 
information technology (IT) infrastructure by capitalizing on the established GS1 network, which is designed to be 
nimble and to accommodate future needs of the Branded Food Products Database for years to come. The 
Communications Group is responsible for the development of all documents about the Partnership, including the 
Partnership logo.
3. Listening sessions
The Steering Committee requested that the Partnership convene a series of listening sessions to engage a broader 
group of stakeholders. The listening sessions’ purpose was to communicate about the Partnership, gather input 
regarding current and potential usage of the data, and obtain opinions on the addition of products and proposed 
nutrient data to the USDA National Nutrient Database, specifically from existing user groups and food 
manufacturers.
Two listening sessions were convened in Cleveland, Ohio (October 10, 2013), and Washington, DC (November 
14, 2013), the latter was co-sponsored and hosted by the National Academies’ Government-University-Industry 
Research Roundtable. Participants in both listening sessions included 14 research universities/organizations, 4 
professional societies, 11 federal government agencies, 8 end users, 24 food industry representatives, 2 retailers, 1 
restaurant, 10 trade associations, and 18 representatives from the PPP. Future listening sessions will be beneficial for 
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continual feedback from stakeholders and the Partnership plans to hold these future listening sessions at the National 
Nutrient Databank Conference. 
Attributes of the enhanced USDA National Nutrient Database
The Partnership’s enhancement of the USDA National Nutrient Database will be conducted in phases, with 
information from the Nutrition Facts Panel being obtained first and other, more detailed information being obtained 
at later stages. The Database enhancement is also tied to changes in the infrastructure of the USDA National Nutrient 
Database that will allow the data to be accessed and utilized more efficiently. 
3.1. Phase 1 attributes 
The Partnership’s goal is to expand the current nutrient data in the USDA National Nutrient Database by 
obtaining compositional data (based on information listed in the Nutrition Facts Panel) directly from the food 
industry who will submit it voluntarily. This will result in much more information on individual branded food items. 
The USDA National Nutrient Database currently contains information on many food items that have been collected 
and chemically analyzed; this practice will continue and will complement the data obtained directly from industry.
The expanded Database will allow for research and policy to be based on a more complete assessment of the extent 
and fluidity of the food system. Historical data on branded and private-label food products will become available. 
The nutrition research community will benefit enormously from having this information for tracking dietary trends.
Members of professional societies rely on the comprehensiveness of the USDA National Nutrient Database for their 
efforts to tease out dietary patterns and nutrient inter-relationships with chronic diseases. Additional data in the 
USDA National Nutrient Database will greatly benefit the U.S. National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey
(NHANES) by allowing for more specific assessment of foods eaten. For example, if a person reports having eaten 
an item such as “vegetable soup,” instead of the nutritional value being based on an averaged and generic database 
value, it will be possible to base it on the actual brand item consumed and nutrient composition supplied by the 
company (Figure 3).
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Fig. 3. Phase 1 features of the enhanced USDA National Nutrient Database.
3.2. Phase 2 and future attributes
The Partnership’s Criteria Group also established the long-term scope of nutrient and non-nutrient data. Phase 2 
will include the food group classifications based on the U.S. Dietary Guidelines for Americans. Possible future 
attributes include the following (in no particular order):
x Target moisture and ash
x Expanded nutrient profile (begin with the goal to include 33 nutrients included in the USDA Center for Nutrition 
Policy and Promotion SuperTracker and expand as appropriate to all possible nutrients)
x Non-nutritive components like caffeine
x Analytical (unrounded) data behind the Nutrition Facts Panel
x Nutrient content claims 
x Bioactive components
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x Label images (visual picture of the food)
x Preparation instructions 
No timeline has been established to include these future phases. 
4. IT infrastructure
From the beginning, members of the Steering Committee encouraged the Partnership to align the initiative with 
GS1. GS1 is an established 501(c)(3) standards organization used for business-to-business and supply chain 
management by the largest market share of the branded food manufacturers. GS1 created the standards for the old 
UPC code, which has now been replaced by the Global Trade Item Number (GTIN), a unique identifier for a 
manufactured product. GS1 is a widely used and trusted entity by manufacturers and retailers. A current GS1 
project, “GS1 Source,” will provide nutrient information on foodservice and restaurant foods for compliance under 
the Affordable Care Act (ACA). The ACA requires mandatory menu labeling. By aligning with GS1, the Partnership 
will maximize voluntary participation and efficiencies for the manufacturers, who are the voluntary providers of the 
data, to realize the goal of the Partnership.
The Partnership held a series of webinars and conference calls with public and proprietary database experts to 
gain background knowledge of existing systems that the Partnership might be able to leverage. The Partnership felt it 
was crucial that a robust outreach effort be established to be as inclusive as possible with these entities as well as 
other types of large databases so that nothing and no one was excluded.
Figure 4 outlines the flow of data for the Branded Food Products Database during the beta test. The ATIP 
Foundation, on behalf of the Partnership, signed a contract for the beta test with a GS1 certified data pool service 
provider. Data providers who are GS1 members will submit data directly to their GS1 certified data pool service 
provider, who then pass the requested data to the ATIP Foundation’s GS1 certified data pool service provider. The 
ATIP Foundation’s GS1-certified data pool provider publishes data to the USDA National Nutrient Database and has 
the capability to maintain proprietary information if needed. The IT infrastructure’s design allows for thousands of 
branded and private-label products to be integrated, in real time, into the enhanced USDA National Nutrient 
Database. 
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Fig. 4. Branded Food Products Database beta test data flow.
5. Beta test
The Partnership is conducting a beta test to test the IT infrastructure system. The beta test’s goal is to have up to 
500 food products flow through the ATIP Foundation GS1-certified data pool provider to the USDA National 
Nutrient Database for public access. Conclusion of the beta test will allow planning to begin for full implementation, 
when all manufacturers can begin to publish their data to the Branded Food Products Database.
6. Outreach
The Partnership has identified seven categories of stakeholders as those who have a vested interest in the success 
of the Partnership: the federal research community, nutrition and food safety professional societies, major 
foundations, proprietary databases, food manufacturers, food retailers, and healthcare and patient advocacy groups.
The Partnership has begun to engage key members of these groups to solicit support through the submission of data 
or financial contributions to sustain the initiative.
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7. Conclusion 
A PPP provides the framework to engage the expertise necessary to compile nutrient data on branded and private-
label products, to secure the private sector engagement in providing this information, as well as to obtain the broad-
based constituent funding necessary to ensure sustainability of a project that will supply timely information for 
nutrition, agricultural, and diet-related health policy on the nutrient composition of the U.S. food supply.
The Partnership is creating a Technical Stakeholder Group that will provide a formal process to identify technical, 
nutritional, analytical, and research information needs that will facilitate the knowledge and utility that can be 
derived from the Branded Food Products Database. The changes brought about by A Partnership for Public Health: 
Branded Food Products Database will ensure that USDA nutrient composition data will remain the gold standard
for the next decade and beyond.
Representatives from each of the three Partners attended the 38th National Nutrient Databank Conference and 
gave a presentation, held a poster session, and convened an informational listening session during lunch to reach out 
to stakeholders and share the progress of A Partnership for Public Health: Branded Food Products Database.
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